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Abstract: Millions of women continue to live in conditions of abject deprivation of their basic human rights 
for no reason than that they are women. Soldiers, militia and their sympathizers continue to sexually assault 
women with impunity in armed conflicts around the globe. In India, conflict ridden areas like north east, 
women are the worst sufferers along with children and aged. The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act which 
was introduced to curb insurgency in the remote jungles of the far flung areas has remained a telling tale of 
agony in the north east. Grievous trauma to humans through encounter killings, custodial deaths, 
unwarranted torture, exploitation of women and children in several ways have been reported in Nagaland, 
Manipur and other north eastern states where the Indian army has been exercising powers under the Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act. Numerous cases of rape, sexual assault and mutilation continue to be 
perpetrated by the state actors as well as non-state actors. Despite the international recognition of rape and 
other sexual assault as crimes during armed conflict, governments fail to respond vigorously to investigate 
and punish such crimes. Therefore, a large number of women activists in the region feel that introduction of 
Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act was as much violation of human rights and its continuation is 
undesirable. What worried everyone is the arbitrary use, or rather misuse of power by the Indian armed 
forces particularly against the weaker sections of the society, including women. After having being subjected 
to indiscriminate abuse of that law, the people of the north east India have been demanding its revocation 
for a long time. This article is a modest attempt to examine the experiences of women in Nagaland under the 
shadow of Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act. 
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Introduction 
One of the most paradoxical situation of the 
contemporary world is that, while there is 
increasing widespread concern for the universal 
respect and observance of human rights, gross 
violation of internationally recognized norms 
continue unabated in almost all parts of the world. 
Despite all noble declarations as incorporated in 
various international covenants and national 
constitutions, the record of human rights 
observance, both in developed as well as in the 
third world countries has been quite dismal. The 
United Nations Human Rights commission is a 
unique body engages in safeguarding human rights 
in its 193 member nations. However, looking at the 
pages issued by Amnesty International, the ground 
realities contradict the United Nations objectives 
through numerous depictions of human rights 
violations. 
Despite many international laws 
protecting human rights across the world, failure to 
ensure protection of women is a matter of grave 
concern. Millions of women continue to live in 
conditions of abject deprivation of their basic 
human rights for no reason than that they are 
women. In present time, extensive accounts of 
violence against women have emerged during 
armed conflict. Women have been the targets of 
violence by both state and non-state actors. 
Violence on women can take many forms including 
rape, slavery, forced impregnation, kidnapping, 
forced nudity, and disease transmission. The 
militants often use threats and intimidation for not 
complying with its dictates to control women and 
to use their services.  
The violation of rights of the people in the 
north east India began with the suppression of the 
nationalistic aspiration of the Nagas even before 
India attained independence. In this region, human 
rights violations are discreetly covered up by the 
laws of the state. The Indian state has armed itself 
with a special act known as Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act to tackle insurgency. As a result, 
arbitrary arrests and detention of civilians have not 
been uncommon in the region. With the 
enforcement of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) 
Act, security forces have become part of life in 
Nagaland for the last five decades. The present 
generation have been born and raised in a warlike 
situation. Life of the people is constantly disrupted 
by “searches” in the homes while trying to flush 
out members of the insurgents, search for arms and 
ammunition and evidence to prove links with the 
insurgents. In the process, women are being 
harassed, even physical force is often being used on 
residents during this kind of searches. This act has 
remained a telling tale of agony in the state. 
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There is a widespread sexual violence 
perpetrated by both the state and non-state actors in 
situation of armed conflicts. In fact, “rape is used 
as a weapon of war time, a strategy to subjugate 
and terrify communities” (Khumallambam n.a.). 
Most of the cases of sexual violence remained 
unreported and poorly addressed because of the 
social stigma it entails. While Naga women have 
been at the receiving end of pain and suffering for 
years now, they also learnt to come together against 
all violence whether triggered by the state‟s 
security forces or by the various Naga insurgent 
groups. While the work of Naga Mothers 
Association is well known, there are other 
courageous and women activists who are speaking 
out and taking action against all forms of violence 
that woman in these areas routinely face.  
Provisions of the Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act, 1958 
The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, 1958, 
initially known as Armed Forces (Assam and 
Manipur) Special Powers Ordinance, came into 
force in May 1958, and was passed by the 
parliament on 11 Sept, 1958. It is one of the most 
controversial legislations that the Indian parliament 
has passed in its sixty years of parliamentary 
history. It is an extraordinary law under which all 
security forces are given unrestricted and 
unaccounted power to carry out their operation, 
once an area is declared as “disturb.” The architect 
of this act was the British during their reign in 
India. In 1942, when the Quit India Movement was 
at its height, the British passed the Armed Forces 
(Special Powers) Ordinance, 1942 on 15
th
 August 
1942, to suppress the movement and to bring the 
situation under control. Thus, this act is a 
reinvention of the colonial Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Ordinance, 1942 and should not have been 
reenacted in the post independent India. This act 
was first applied to the north eastern states of 
Assam and Manipur, and was amended in 1972 to 
extend to all the other states in the region including 
the newly created states.  
The vaguely formulated provisions of the 
act grant extraordinary powers to the armed forces 
in the so called „disturbed areas‟ where it is 
applicable. Under section 3 of the act, the Governor 
or the central government has to form an opinion 
that the use of armed forces “in aid of civil power” 
is necessary in an area and then notify it as a 
disturbed area. However, army personnel acquire 
wide powers under section 4 immediately on 
notification of an area as a disturbed area. Thus 
declaration of an area as a disturbed area often 
results in the virtual handling over of the civil 
administration to the army. The act does not lay 
down any procedure for the aid to be provided by 
the armed forces to the civil power (People‟s Union 
for Democratic Rights, 1998).  
Under section 4, any commissioned 
officer, warrant officer, non-commissioned officer 
or any person of equivalent rank in the armed 
forces is granted the right to “fire upon or 
otherwise use force, even to the causing of death, 
against any person who is acting in contravention 
of any law or the order, if he is of the opinion that 
it is necessary to do so for the maintenance of 
public order, after giving such due warning as he 
may consider necessary” (Government of India, 
1958, section 4). According to Noorani, “Section 
4(a) is a Statutory obscenity” (Noorani, 2009, p. 9). 
It has been aptly called a “license to kill.” This kind 
of law occurs in no statute in any democracy of the 
world (Noorani, 2009). Section 6 states that “no 
prosecution shall be instituted except with previous 
sanction of the central government for anything 
done or purported to be done in exercise of powers 
conferred by this act” (Report, 2005, p. 18). It is a 
stark violation of Articles 14, 21 and 22 of the 
Indian constitution. Human Rights Watch has 
rightly termed Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act 
as a “tool of state abuse, oppression and 
discrimination” (Human Rights Watch, 2008). 
The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act 
has been in force in several parts of India, 
including the state of Nagaland for more than fifty 
years. The act has been at the heart of concerns 
about human rights violations in the region, such as 
arbitrary killings, torture, rape, inhuman and 
degrading treatment and enforced disappearances. 
Its continued application has led to numerous 
protests, notably the longstanding hunger strike of 
Irom Chanu Sharmila in Manipur, who continues to 
be on her soul-wrenching Satyagraha since Nov 4 
2000, refusing food and water against the 
Draconian Act. The provisions of the act have 
been, and reportedly continue to be routinely, 
applied in practice. The overall practical effect of 
the act has been the de-facto militarization of the 
states in north east India. 
Impunity on Women under Armed Forces 
(Special Powers) Act 
Since 1947, Naga society is marked by untold 
bloodshed and violence. Mass arrests, rape of 
women, burning of villages and granaries, grouping 
of villages, army operation, etc by the Indian armed 
forces has been part of their everyday life. Frequent 
incidences of rape by security forces in Nagaland 
emerged soon after the Indian government began 
its crackdown on insurgency in the 1940s. There 
were credible reports of rape and sexual violence 
against women during the armed conflict between 
the Indian armed forces and the Naga insurgents 
since 1940‟s, and especially during the period from 
1950‟s to late 1980‟s. During that period, the 
Indian armed forces empowered by Armed Forces 
(Special Powers) Act, reportedly dragged women 
and girls out of their homes and public areas. 
Women were raped, some were held sexual slavery 
and many were killed under the custody of the 
Indian armed forces. The sufferings inflicted by the 
Indian armed forces on the Naga people 
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particularly women are indescribable and very 
appalling. It is not possible to list all the atrocities 
committed by the security forces on the unarmed 
and innocent Naga villagers. The researcher cited 
some of the incidents to show the inevitable result 
of the implementation of the special laws and the 
consequent sufferings of the people under such 
laws. The following are some of the harrowing 
tales of the Nagas. 
 On 9
th
 September, 1955, a police officer 
took one hundred fifty police and one Naga 
interpreter to Longkhum village. On reaching the 
village, the police started chasing women who were 
working in their fields. The women folks tried to 
run away but were surrounded on all sides by the 
police who threatened to shoot. The police caught 
fourteen women. They were kept in a farm and 
were savagely assaulted. The police forcibly kissed 
them, squeezed their breasts, insert their fingers 
into their inner parts and some even tried to tear 
them. They were molested from morning till 10 
pm. Modesty prevents to say further on the crimes 
committed by the police towards women at 
Longkhum Village (Iralu, 2009). 
             In another case, on February 24
th
, 1957, 
Markaba, the GB of the village along with 
Kikamongba and Mayangkokla, were assigned the 
duty by the Naga army to help build a camp for the 
Home Guards. When the three villagers were about 
to leave the village for the assigned duty, their 
home was suddenly surrounded by a contingent of 
the Jat Regiment under the command of Major 
Trilok Singh. They were beaten up mercilessly 
with rifle butts and army boots. Their clothes were 
torn apart and bleed profusely. They were forced to 
march almost naked towards the church compound 
which is situated about hundred yards. On reaching 
the church compound, Mayangkokla was stripped 
completely naked, and in full view of the villagers, 
the soldiers raped her one after another. Next, all 
three of them were tightly bound by ropes and 
blindfolded and were taken to the army camp 
where they were kept in a cell. At nightfall, some 
of the soldiers dragged her out of the cell and raped 
her repeatedly (Iralu, 2009). 
In yet another case, in 1962, the Indian 
Army rounded up 12 adult male members at 
Matikhru village in Phek district. They were 
tortured mercilessly for hours and later took them 
to the village chief‟s house where their hands were 
chopped off one by one. One among them survived 
with serious injuries. However, on reaching the 
outskirt of the village, the army followed him and 
burned him to death. The women folk were chased 
out of the village and the entire village was burned 
down (Iralu, 2009).  
On 9
th
 December 1970, over forty women 
were subjected to sexual assault ranging from 
molestation to rape at Chesezu village. A few 
months later in July 1971, four girls below 14 years 
of age were tortured and raped in the Yankeli 
Baptist Christian Church by a contingent of 
Maratha Regiment. The villagers were not allowed 
to move out of the village for 4 days (NPMHR, 
1979). The case of rape inside Yankeli church was 
brought to the notice of the government but it 
remained silent. 
            For the first time, the people of Manipur 
took out processions demanding prosecution of 
those security troops who had committed severe 
atrocities on Naga villagers. 95 BSF, under Major 
Pundir and Captain Negy had subjected villagers of 
Ngaprum and Gihang in Ukhrul district to tortures 
and sexual assaults for many days in March 1974. 
A 19 year old girl named Rose committed suicide 
on the day after she was raped by two army 
officers- Major Pundir and Captain Negy on 4
th
 
March 1974. Rose was raped before the eyes of the 
helpless village elders who were held at gunpoint 
(NPMHR, 1979). The state government and the 
union of India cited the special powers acts and 
military act against prosecution and threatened 
those who tried to raise their voice against such 
atrocities (Luithui & Haksar, 1984). 
A few months later in November 1974, 
Thenouneiu, a mother of 5 children was raped by 
jakodi of the 26
th
 Madras Regiment. This incident 
ended in indiscriminate firing upon the whole 
village which led to the killing of Neiselhouu, a 
mother of thirteen and injured many of the villagers 
(Iralu, 2009). Even elderly women are not spared 
from this heinous crime. On 5
th
 May 1979, 
Kuonuo, a 60 year old woman of Kohima village 
was on her way to the field when suddenly, a 
personnel of the 99
th
 BSF, pounced upon her and 
dragged her to the nearby bushes and raped her 
(Luithui & Haksar, 1984). 
At midday on July 9, 1987, the Assam 
Rifles post in Ojnam village was raided by some 
Naga insurgent groups. They killed nine army 
personnel and gravely injured 3 others before 
decamping with large quantities of arms and 
ammunitions. The Assam Rifles sealed off the 
region and began an offensive and combing 
operation for four long months. In that operation, 
fifteen villagers were tortured to death, young girls 
were sexually assaulted. The atrocities were 
incredibly so senseless that two women were 
forced to give birth in full view of the jawans. The 
aftermath result was the violation of human rights 
of the Nagas meted out by the Assam Rifles (Ray 
& Deb, 2007). 
Similarly, on Dec 27, 1994 following an 
exchange of fire between a Naga insurgent group 
and a section of the Indian army, a major of the 
Indian army was killed in Mokokchung town. The 
members of the task force of the 16 Maratha Light 
Infantry went totally berserk after this incident, 
venting their wrath on the innocent civilians of the 
town. Numerous women were raped, sexually 
assaulted, stripped naked, even their clothes were 
dipped into petrol to burn homes of the innocent 
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civilians. Yangerla Ao, a doctor and president of 
the United Women Forum, examined and treated 
around sixteen cases of rape and molestation. 
However, most of the victims did not want to 
testify partly due to fear of reprisal by the Indian 
army and partly due to the stigma attached to rape 
(Khumallambam, n.a.). 
For the last five decades, India has been 
charged for committing many human rights 
violations against the Nagas. Unfortunately, all this 
has happened without the knowledge of the outside 
world, either because it was deliberate on the part 
of the Indian Government or because of the 
inaccessibility of the region and backwardness in 
many respects, specifically, in the media world. 
Except for a few cases of human rights violations 
being given justice under the judicial system of 
India, many cases are still unattended to. Despite 
evidences that Indian army and para-military forces 
were engaging in widespread rape, few cases were 
investigated and fewer still resulted in criminal 
prosecution of the security personnel involved. 
Inaction on the part of the state had often 
encouraged the culprit to take the law into his 
hands which further increase the incidences of 
rape. Military courts in India have proved 
incompetent to deal with cases of serious human 
rights abuses and have functioned to cover up 
evidences and protect offenders involved. Many 
rape cases allegedly occur during Armed Forces 
(Special Powers) Act, empowered search 
operations.  
In fact, there was a large scale human 
rights abuses, including killing, torture and 
extrajudicial executions committed by the security 
forces under the shadow of Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act. Human rights groups, non-
governmental organizations and well wishers 
intervened and took up the cases in various courts 
of India. However, it was rather irresponsive on the 
part of the government of India so that human 
rights abuses continued unabated in one form or the 
other under the garb of certain acts and regulations 
like the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act of 
1958, Assam Maintenance of Public Order Act 
(1953), Nagaland Security Regulation Act (1962), 
etc. Even today, after decades, the judgment has 
not been delivered which is quite questionable of 
the functioning system, execution and motive of 
the Indian judiciary (Vashum, 2005). 
Women organizations such as Naga 
Mothers Association have been active in tackling 
issues of women in the state. Persistent activism 
and support given by women‟s organization have 
sometimes brought criminals to book, as had 
happened in a case in Mokokchung. In 1997, a 
young girl was raped by an army jawan, protest 
from activists had forced the Indian army to take up 
the case, and as a result, the army jawan was 
discharged from service. However, exemplary 
punishment in rape cases are far too few and often 
a rarity. While the Indian state introduced Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act with the benign 
intension of curbing insurgency and ensuring law 
and order, those who were empowered with 
usurped power and tend to be truculent to the 
weaker section of the society. The exploitative 
attitude of the security forces towards the public in 
general and women in particular has generated 
fierce local protests against Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act, bringing the whole issue to a dead 
end. 
Conclusion 
The rape of hundreds of thousands of women and 
minor girls in all regions of the world has been a 
daily occurrence which is a bitter reality. Silence 
about sexual abuse of women decimates lives of 
many women, who live through their traumatic 
experience, being too horrified to disclose to 
anyone. Successive governments make excuses and 
have failed to take action against soldiers, militia, 
police officers who indulge in rape and in forcible 
trafficking of women. Till today, in most parts of 
the world, women are relegated to second class 
status that makes them more vulnerable to abuse. 
They are physically less able to protect themselves 
from discriminations. Rape of women by soldiers is 
frequently tolerated by the commanding officers in 
the course of armed conflicts, by abusive security 
officials in the context of political repressions as 
has been evidenced in Manipur, Nagaland, 
Kashmir and so on.  
The increase vulnerability of women to 
rape and sexual violence has always been a feature 
of armed conflicts. The impact of such sexual 
violence in women‟s life is profound. In addition to 
the immediate physical and emotional harm 
inflicted, the trauma produced can be prolonged 
and exacerbated if the violence also results in 
pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases (Reilly, 
2009). Further, serious injury and mutilation of the 
reproductive organs often leads to sterility and 
inability to develop a trusting and loving 
relationship with any man. A fact finding team 
from People‟s Union for Democratic Rights states, 
“In fact, among Tangkhul Nagas, a woman who is 
even suspected of being raped is treated as being 
polluted and in all probability will not find a man 
willing to marry her. Not only there is social 
stigma, their religion looks upon her as having 
committed a sin” (Luithui & Haksar, 1984, p. 230) 
Raping a woman not only increases her inferiority 
as a woman but robs her of her dignity and 
individuality as a person. 
Although it is true that women in the north 
eastern part of India enjoy more mobility and less 
restrictive social mores than women in other parts 
of the country, sexual violence in the form or rape 
or sexual torture had degraded the status of women 
in the region. In Nagaland, Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act has been in operation for the last five 
decades. This act has severe impact on the life of 
the people particularly women who are considered 
Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act and Human Rights: Experiences of Women from Nagaland. 
 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 3(3) March, 2015 90 
to be the most vulnerable section in any society. 
Under this draconian act, women are the worst 
sufferers who continue to live in a state of siege 
and trauma. Radhika Coomaraswamy, the United 
Nations Special Rapportuer on Violence against 
Women, maintains that violence against women 
during times of armed conflicts is horrifying and 
has been persistent and widespread practice over 
centuries. After several case studies of member 
countries, the United Nations Rapportuer had 
concluded that war time rapes were more pervasive 
in character and the least reported (Misra, n.a.). As 
the United Nations Special Rapportuer on violence 
against women has pointed out, “Yet, although rape 
is one of the most widely used types of violence 
against women and girls, it remains the least 
condemned war crime; throughout history, the rape 
of hundreds of thousands of women and children in 
all regions of the world has been a bitter reality” 
(UN. Document E/CN.4/1995/42, p. 64). This 
heinous social crime has been everyday occurrence 
in every society today. 
 A cursory glance at the activities of the 
armed forces vis-à-vis the predicament of the local 
populace, one can clearly see the wide division 
between the rulers and the ruled. At the core of this 
divide lie the atrocities committed by the Indian 
armed forces. When rulers rape and cover 
themselves under the state laws, trauma and 
anguish of the society becomes obvious. The use of 
military forces in civil and political conflicts to 
deal with a peaceful population to restore order is a 
debatable issue. There is a strong need to bridge the 
gap existing between various actors who are 
responsible for creating mess in the north east 
India. To secure internal security, leaders of our 
country have relied on military option. The laws 
enacted by the Indian government to tackle internal 
security threat confer sweeping powers like search, 
arrest, preventive detention authority upon the 
armed forces, even authorizing them to shoot to kill 
on suspected terrorists or insurgents. While doing 
so, we can clearly see the scant attention given to 
fundamental rights which are enshrined in the 
Indian constitution. These laws could not prevent 
harassment of innocent civilians hence, increase 
public discontent which further strengthen the 
belief in repressive nature of the regimes.  
      It is thus vital to build up and strengthen a 
movement increasing the consciousness of human 
rights for its effective implementation throughout 
the north east India. The print and the electronic 
media have an important role to play by revealing 
the reality. Violence would remain a ubiquitous 
presence in the region unless governance and 
politics moves away from its militaristic mindset 
and is tempered with notion of transparency and 
justice. So long as the militaristic mindset prevails 
among the policy makers, the life of the people in 
the north east particularly women will remain 
insecure.  
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